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DENYS ROLLE AND ROLLESTOWN,
A PIONEER FOR UTOPIA
During the English occupation of Florida, a short
but notable episode in its varied history, broad plantations and charming homes spread over the wild, deserted country, and many distinguished men, in England and the colonies, applied for grants there. For a
few brief years they enjoyed a rapidly increasing prosperity, and heedless of the gathering storm of the
American Revolution, invested heavily in land, cattle,
and farm equipment. They were rudely awakened,
after the Revolution, when England found it expedient
to turn her youngest colony back to Spain. Eight
months. were allotted the unfortunate land owners to
sell their property to yet absent Spanish and seek new
homes in other parts of the British realm.
Such was to be the fate of Denys Rolle, founder of
Rollestown, a village which struggled into being in
1767, on a lonely curve of the St. Johns River, about a
mile from the present San Mateo. This gentleman, a
member of Parliament and wealthy Devonshire landowner, became fired with the philanthropic desire to
found a colony of poor white people, give them a fresh
(Note-This account of Denys Rolle and his attempt at
colonization in Florida is based on forty-three contemporaneous
documents preserved in the Public Record Office, London,letters and reports of Governors Grant and Tonyn to the Lords
of Trade and Plantations,. to the Earl of Shelburne and to
Lord Hillsborough; memorials of Rolle, and his letters to the
governor and the secretaries; Acts of the Privy Council; private letters; etc. Copies of these papers were secured from
London by Mrs. Corse and given to the library of the Florida
Historical Society where they may be seen; hence it is considered unnecessary to cite the source of each statement made.
Three of these documents follow this article. Others may be
published here when space is available.
Another account of Rolle and his project, from numerous
printed sources, appeared in the QUARTERLY, the issue of July,
1925.-Ed.)
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start, and achieve an ideal society in this new world.
Hoping to secure a vast tract of land and more financial backing, he at first associated with him four
friends, but a disagreement soon arose between the
partners which left Rolle the sole petitioner. In the
cause for this separation lay the seeds of all Rolle’s
troubles-his arbitrary temper and impractical mind.
He drew up their first petition asking for an immense
grant in Georgia on the Altamaha River, ignorant of
the fact that existing Indian treaties made this project
impossible. Before his petition had been considered, a
second paper signed by the same people was filed, requesting the grant of Cumberland Island. As this was
a practical proposition, the Lords of Trade and Plantations met with the Governor of Georgia present, to
consider it. Denys Rolle hurried to this meeting and
disclaimed the Cumberland document which he said
one of his partners, a Dr. Willan, had drawn without
authority, and the Lords accordingly instructed him
to frame another. All his subsequent petitions are
signed by Rolle alone, and it would seem that his
would-be partners found him either too arbitrary or
too visionary to deal with. Nothing daunted, he made
a new request as ambitious as the first, in which he
asked for a small state in Florida, where administrative powers would be vested in him, and promised in
return to build a capital city, a small town, make of
his white colonists a militia, and furnish naval stores
for the British fleet. The British government was
offering twenty thousand acre tracts, but Rolle declared he needed one hundred thousand at least. The
English learned to think in large terms in taming the
American wilderness.
On the back of this ambitious document is written
the decision of the Lords of Trade-to allow Rolle
twenty thousand acres in Florida wherever he should
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choose to settle and to furnish him with a deputy
marshal from the Governor. If this township were
settled within two years, another similar grant would
be made, and so on until the desired hundred thousand
acres should be obtained. Thus the wily Lords thought
to curb the eloquent gentleman who dared face a wild
country with new and doubtful immigrants.
Rolle was by now so engrossed with his scheme that
he decided to be the acting head of the colony. He
sailed for Florida as a steerage passenger, shocking all
his future associates by this unconventional behavior.
On his way from Charleston he even lay under a cart
on the deck of a small schooner, thus giving himself
the impression of roughing it. This strange gentleman
arrived in St. Augustine in September, 1764, and since
there was no inn there, Governor Grant asked one of
his friends to give him a bed in his house. Rolle dined
with the governor daily, as did all other prominent
visitors passing through the little capital. The governor was an able administrator and a man of firm
decision, whose brilliant capture of Havana had forced
Spain to offer Florida for the recovery of Cuba. To
him this enthusiastic visionary was a sore trial, but
Shelburne, the colonial secretary, was continually
warning Grant to handle him with tact. Guides and
hunters were furnished him to go to St. Marks, but
at the last minute he turned to the St. Johns River,
where he spent five months without coming to a decision. To us who know the St. Johns, between September and February this would seem to have been
a delightful excursion and we are tempted to wonder
if Rolle was so beguiled by a taste for good fishing.
At any rate he had a taste for scenery, for he went
about building cabins on all the beautiful spots along
the river, where the high banks and great oaks were
most tempting. When Rolle returned to St. Augustine
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to claim these, Governor Grant explained that he must
take his land, good and bad, in one contiguous tract of
twenty thousand acres. Much disgruntled, Rolle took
the warrant of survey from De Brahm-the first English surveyor, whose maps of Florida are remarkable
for detail and accuracy-and started once more.
Other settlers had arrived in Florida by this time,
and Grant was obliged to divert them from the St.
Johns until Rolle’s case was settled. Rolle’s next choice
was a tract of land on both sides of the river, which
he claimed ought not to prevent it from being described as contiguous. Since Grant did not agree with
him, Rolle went back to England in high dudgeon, to
secure his land from the Lords of Trade and Plantations. Hillsborough, now the colonial secretary, was
very anxious to prevent adverse reports of Florida
from spreading in England, and himself petitioned the
King for power to make this unusual grant. The matter was referred to the Privy Council which reported
favorably. The terms of his grant were typical in all
other particulars-he agreeing to settle the land with
white Protestants, one to every hundred acres, within
ten years, paying a quit rent of one half penny per
acre. His Majesty reserved places for fortifications
and public stores, and all valuable mineral rights.
Rolle now turned to the problem of securing colonists. This was not so easy as he anticipated, for
even very poor farmers were timid about facing unknown dangers in a new country. Only the hopeless
vagrants, debtors and beggars off the streets of London were willing to follow him, and these Rolle accepted, still deluded with his dream of giving them a
refuge, and heedless of the fact that most of these people were constitutionally unfit for any steady work.
And so in 1767 Rolle returned with forty-nine
white settlers to Florida, where Grant had been
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obliged to keep a great region open to his choice for
four years. The land he finally decided upon was about
a mile from the present San Mateo, on the river. No
other English settlers were allowed above Picolata,
on account of the Indians’antipathy to whites so near
the lands reserved for them by treaty.
When the new colonists arrived at the site of their
future town they were put to work clearing a site for
a church-before they had shelter of any kind! They
proved an unruly lot, and their enthusiasm for work
soon vanished before real hardships and bad management. Rolle had promised them half the produce they
could raise, but when he put them to digging palmetto
stumps and clearing new land, they refused to obey
him. For this he stopped food supplies to whole families for a week at a time, which only made them run
away to St. Augustine where they filled the streets
with loud tales of persecution. Their cases were tried
before three Justices of the Peace, who were about to
free them from their indentures, when Governor Grant
heard of it, and urged that they be persuaded to return. He had no love for Rolle, but feared the effect
such a precedent would have on other colonists in
Florida. So the settlers were returned-those who
did not escape to the woods-and Rolle continued to
import the same unprofitable types. In 1779 eightynine took ship to Charleston at his expense, and the
majority vanished as soon as they reached port. Mr.
Laurens of Charleston, in reporting the incident to
Rolle’s agent, said that, though he pitied Mr. Rolle, he
considered their loss a good riddance.
Finally the colony reached two hundred souls;
but it was never a paying investment. Once in 1770
Rolle had one thousand cattle on his range, but a dishonest agent sold them for his own profit in his master’s absence. Discouraged by the returns from his
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project, Rolle at length gave up his white settlement
and bought negroes to work his plantation. He restocked his range with cattle, hogs, and sheep, and
returned to England to find the American Revolution
the engrossing topic of the day. He at once became
active trying to equip a man-o’-war with funds raised
in Devonshire, but was not able to infect his neighbors,
with his enthusiasm.
In 1778 Rolle made another trip to Florida, and
crowned his folly there by investing twelve thousand
pounds more to restock his plantation. Even though
he was fresh from England no suspicions of Florida’s
precarious position, as the only loyal colony south of
Canada, entered his mind. He was enthusiastic over
the prosperity he at last began to see on his land; and
having purchased many additional tracts from his
neighbors, bringing his acreage to eighty thousand, he
claimed he had the finest cattle range in America,
bounded by thirty-six miles of navigable water. Before his house, ships from Europe came within
“plank’s length” of the shore, in thirty feet of water,
to load large quantities of turpentine from his fifteen
hundred tapped trees. Another interesting item for
export was “one thousand gallons of orange juice in
a good year”. A two-storied house boasting “five sash
windows”, offices in different ranges on a ten acre
square, with negro houses and their gardens on each
side, a church and clergyman’s house completed the
list of buildings at Rollestown in 1782.
But it was not long before Rolle saw that his cause
in Florida was lost. In spite of eloquent petitions from
her loyal subjects, England felt obliged to surrender
Florida to Spain, in exchange for certain stations in
the West Indies. Rolle was desperate for fear his
Indian neighbors would plunder his possessions and
did not wait for the English transports which were to
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